Introduction
Researchers often collect their own data for use in planning and designing a research study. An important issue that arises for many of these datasets is the extent to which the sample represents the general population, or conversely, the extent to which it is selective (for example, by design or through choice-based sampling). Household panels might offer a useful reference point for such studies, thanks to their longitudinal character and the sampling of all household members-for example, the British Household Panel (BHPS), the new household panel Understanding Society in the United Kingdom and the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP).
This research note is addressed to researchers who are collecting their own datasets in Germany and are interested in comparing their sample with a representative sample of the German population. It aims to provide them with recommendations as to which questions to incorporate into their questionnaire in order to facilitate comparison with the German Socio-Economic Panel (SOEP), a large, ongoing representative longitudinal survey of the German population, families, and households. 1 This approach offers researchers several benefits:
First, by asking participants similar questions to those in the SOEP, researchers can compare their sample with either a sub-sample drawn from the SOEP or with the whole SOEP as a representative sample of the German population. By comparing their sample with the SOEP on key socioeconomic dimensions, they can then determine how representative their own sample is.
Second, in contrast to many of the scales and questionnaire instruments developed by psychologists, for instance, the SOEP questions are not copyrighted and can be used by other researchers free of charge. Thus, the SOEP can be a valuable source for the design of new questionnaires.
Third, the SOEP could also serve as a "control sample" for longitudinal intervention studies.
Section 2 discusses two recent examples of surveys using questions from a household panel when collecting their own data. Section 3 recommends selected SOEP questions for adults and children below school age. Section 4 concludes the paper. The appendix contains all questions in German, as well.
Two Recent Examples
Two recent studies exemplify the potential for using questions from a panel survey when researchers collect their own data. The first example is the study entitled "Chances of employment in a population of women and men after surgery of congenital heart disease: Gender-specific comparisons between patients and the general population" by Geyer, Norozi, Buchhorn, and Wessel (2008) . The authors examine whether individuals aged 17-45 with operated congenital heart disease have adverse employment chances compared to people without heart problems. The authors compare their sample of patients (N=314; treatment group) with a sample drawn from the SOEP, which serves as a comparison group. The treatment group consisted of women and men who had a congenital heart disease and were operated on at the University Hospital of Göttingen. The authors conducted a face-to-face interview with patients using several SOEP questions.
The study by Ermisch, Gambetta, Laurie, Siedler, and Uhrig (2007) exemplifies how a panel survey can help in accessing the extent to which a particular sample is representative of the general population. Ermisch et al. (2007) integrate a new experimental trust design into a former sample of the British population and compare their trust sample with a sample from the British Household Panel Survey (e.g., see Ermisch et al. 2007 , Section 3.5: How representative is the sample?). By using a questionnaire similar to the BHPS, the authors are able to determine that their trust sample over-represents women, people who are retired, older, divorced, or separated.
The studies by Geyer et al. (2008) and Ermisch et al. (2007) show that household panel studies can serve as useful reference data for researchers collecting their own samples and can help to reveal the representativeness of their own collected data.
Recommended "SOEP Questions"
This section presents recommendations of selected SOEP questions aimed at measuring the life course of adults and young children. Over the years, the SOEP has asked many more questions, and we should point out that researchers are also free to use SOEP questions not recommended here.
Section 3.1 presents SOEP questions for adults in six different areas: (1) demographic and parental characteristics; (2) labour market; (3) health; (4) personality, preferences, and subjective orientations; (5) subjective wellbeing, and (6) political involvement and participation. Section 3.2 presents core questions for young children before they enter school. Section 3.3 gives some general recommendations. The final section concludes.
Our "selection" of questions and variables is steered by the main research purpose of the SOEP: describing the life course and the life span (cf. Anger et al. 2008a, b) . Thus, time use, with a focus on gainful employment, is one of the most important aspects of SOEP's survey program. In addition, the SOEP measures respondents' personal goals and attitudes (as well as parents' goals for their children) and the "outcomes" of time use (not just income, but also satisfaction with life). Values and attitudes that have little or nothing to do with individuals' use of time are only covered to a minor extent (for example, political opinions and preferences with regard to the environment and environmental protection 2 ).
Besides the survey instruments used with all adult SOEP respondents, which were introduced with the very first wave of SOEP in 1984, in 2003 the SOEP began distributing mother-child questionnaires. With these new questionnaires, it is possible to collect information from early childhood up to the child's entry into adulthood. These survey instruments are of particular interest for child-related research and research on intergenerational transmission (see, for example, Cawley and Spiess 2008; Pfeiffer 2007 or Coneus and . By linking these child-related data with the main SOEP survey, a variety of parental characteristics such as personality and health can be controlled for, and a broad set of family and household context variables can be used. Thus, these data provide a good source of information helping to explain human behavior from a life course perspective.
Up to now, three age-specific survey instruments have been developed in the SOEP: one questionnaire deals with children in their first year of life, a second one with children aged 2-3, and a third questionnaire, which has been in the field since 2008, deals with children aged 5-6. The SOEP plans to develop and implement further child-related questionnaires for children in primary and secondary school up to the age of early adulthood. 3 Please state the branch as exactly as possible, for example, not "industry", but "electronics industry"; not "trade", but "retail trade"; not "public service", but "hospital". 
Questions on Adults Life

How high was your income from employment last month?
If you received extra income such as vacation pay or back pay, please do not include this. Please do not include overtime pay.
If you are self-employed: Please estimate your monthly income before and after tax.
Please fill in both:
• gross income, which means wages or salary before deduction of taxes and social security
• net income, which means the sum after deduction of taxes, social security, and unemployment and health insurance. 
Health
Health status is important for several kinds of activities and preferences. We recommend collecting the following variables: 
Always Often Some-Seldom Never t i m e s •
that you felt rushed or pressed for time?
• that you felt run-down and melancholy?
• that you felt relaxed and well-balanced?
• that you expended a lot of energy?
• that you experienced severe physical pain?
• that due to physical health problems you achieved less than you wanted to at work or in everyday tasks?
• that due to mental health or emotional problems you achieved less than you wanted to at work or 
Left hand……………
In addition to these two questions, the SOEP collects (for a random subsample) physical measurements of hand grip strength (cf. Schupp 2007).
Personality, Preferences, and Subjective Orientations
Personal traits and preferences are important for describing individual differences in behavior (see, for example, Dohmen et al., 2006 and Dohmen et al., 2008) . We recommend the following variables 4 :
I will now read to you a number of feelings. Please indicate for each feeling how often or seldom you experienced this feeling in the last four weeks.
How often have you felt ... Very Rarely Occasio-Often Very rarely nally often
• angry?
• worried?
• happy?
What is your opinion on the following three statements?
Please tick one of the boxes for each statement.
Totally Agree Disagree Totally agree slightly slightly disagree
• On the whole you can trust people.
• Nowadays one can't rely on anyone.
• If one is dealing with strangers, it is better to be careful before trusting them.
Do you believe that most people ...
would exploit you if they had the opportunity? Or would they try to be fair with you?
Would you say that most of the time, people ... try to be helpful? Or do they only act in their own interest?
In the SOEP, the following 15-item question version aims at eliciting respondents' personality traits through the "Big Five Inventory (BFI)". Now a completely different subject: everyday actions. While our actions are influenced by our basic beliefs, there is very limited scientific knowledge available on this topic.
Below are different qualities that a person can have. You will probably find that some apply to you completely and that some do not apply to you at all. With others, you may be somewhere in between.
Please answer according to the following scale:
1 means "does not apply to me at all", 7 means "applies to me completely". Please tick a box on the scale, where the value 0 means: "very impatient" and the value 10 means "very patient". You can use the values in between to make your estimate. How would you describe yourself:
Very
Are you generally willing to take risks, or do you try to avoid risks?
Please tick a box on the scale, where the value 0 means: "risk averse" and the value 10 means "fully prepared to take risks". You can use the values in between to make your estimate. Researchers working on subjective well-being (SWB) might be interested in collecting the following SOEP indicators. For a discussion on affective and cognitive components of SWB see Schimmack et al. (2008) .
Risk
How satisfied are you today with the following areas of your life?
0 means "totally unhappy", 10 means "totally happy". In the SOEP questionnaire, the question about satisfaction with life is generally asked at the end of the personal questionnaire. We recommend doing so in other studies as well, because the answer to this question depends-at least to a certain extent-on the context of this question.
How satisfied are you with …
In conclusion, we would like to ask you about your satisfaction with your life in general.
Please answer according to the following scale: • Not so much .
• Not at all ....... 
Many people in Germany lean
Mother-child questions
Researchers who are interested in child-related research might benefit from the following SOEP mother-child questions 5 :
Sex of the child male female
Birth year and birth month of the child Year Month
In which week of the pregnancy was your child born?
In the week.
Irrespective of the age of the child, child health-related information can be covered by the following questions:
What is the current height and weight of your child?
5 These questions cover general information provided by the mother about her child.
Weight in kilograms
Height in centimeters.
Has your child been diagnosed by a doctor as having one of the following health condition or impairments?
Respiratory problems (asthma, bronchitis, etc. The questionnaires for mothers with children five to six years old include an instrument to measure the personality of a child. For this age group, personality measures could be used similarly to the "Big Five Measure" for adults (see Weinert et al. 2007 : chapter 4).
6
How do you rank your child in comparison to other children of the same age?
The further to the left you place your checkmark, the more the left-hand statement applies to your child. Often child related research questions refer to some kind of child outcome. However, outcome measures in early childhood are very age-sensitive. Thus potential outcome measures in the SOEP mother-child-questionnaires vary by age as well. For children two to three years of age, a measure of the child's adaptive behavior is used, covering four skill dimensions: social skills, language skills, motor skills, and everyday life skills (for a more detailed description of this instrument, see Schmiade et al. 2008 ). 
Talking: Yes To some extent No
Understands brief instructions such as "go get your shoes"
Forms sentences with at least two words Speaks in full sentences (with four or more words)
Listens attentively to a story for five minutes or longer
Passes on simple message such as "dinner is ready"
Everyday skills:
Uses a spoon to eat, without assistance and without dripping Blows his/her nose without assistance Uses the toilet to do "number two"
Puts on pants and underpants the right way around Brushes his/her teeth without assistance
Movement:
Walks forwards down the stairs
Opens doors with the door handle
Climbs up playground climbing equipment and other high playground structures Cuts paper with scissors Paints/draws recognizable shapes on paper
Social relationships:
Calls familiar people by name; for example, says "mommy" and "daddy" or uses the father's first name
Participates in games with other children
Gets involved in role-playing games ("playing pretend") Shows a special liking for particular playmates or friends Calls his/her own feelings by name, e.g. "sad", "happy", "scared"
Another child outcome measure for older children, aged five to six, is a modified scale of the Strength and Difficulties Questionnaire -SDQ Scale to measure the socio-emotional skills of a child (see Goodman 1997 for the original scale). 
General Recommendations
In many cases, even the recommended short version of the SOEP questionnaire will be too long and time-consuming. Then the question arises: what would be a meaningful short questionnaire? Of course, the selection of a minimum set of questions depends on the research question at hand. Nevertheless, we would recommend collecting the following basic information:
• gender, age, educational level, marital status, household type, number of persons living in the household, employment, occupational and health status. This information allows researchers to compare their own sample with the SOEP with respect to some basic socioconomic characteristics. e • basic demographic and socio-economic characteristics of parents: their age (or age at death), educational level and occupational status (at age 15 of the respondent/subject).
• religion or actual religious activity of parents as a potential indicator for early childhood ocialization influences s • out of a battery of personal traits questions, we recommend asking about the "locus of control" since these questions are significantly related to various economic behaviors (see Schupp et al. 2008 ). In addition, the Big Five Inventory might be useful for researchers nterested in collecting a measure for personality traits.
i
Alternatively, researchers might have enough time and a large enough budget to conduct a relative long survey, lasting around 30-40 minutes. We would like to point out that in such circumstances it is possible to use a complete SOEP questionnaire. SOEP questionnaires are available online at http://www.diw.de/deutsch/soep/26628.html. The usage of the questionnaire (either the English or German version) is free of charge for academic research.
Conclusions
The use of selected SOEP variables in other studies (e.g., clinical trials, cohort studies, intervention studies, laboratory experiments) is an easy way of making those studies comparable with SOEP data and of using the SOEP-a representative sample of the entire German population-as a reference point (control sample).
While the SOEP questionnaire is an important component of the overall SOEP survey, we would like to point out that certain survey techniques such as the tracking rule in panel studies make it possible to follow not only cohort members but also their children (and grandchildren), spouses, and other related persons over time.
Thus, in addition to recommendations for which questions to incorporate into a particular survey, the SOEP survey group can also provide advice on other aspects of how to conduct a survey. For example, the SOEP survey group in Berlin and TNS Infratest Sozialforschung in Munich can help interested researchers with the layout of a particular questionnaire and the instrument design. The SOEP data is mainly collected in face-to-face interviews using completely standardized survey instruments ("paper and pencil," PAPI), with the interviewer conducting an oral interview or the respondents filling out questionnaires themselves. In addition, the "Computer Assisted
Personal Interview" (CAPI) method has been introduced gradually. The paper version (PAPI) is relatively easy to implement, whereas CAPI is a more complicated instrument design. Whether researchers aim at using some (core) questions of the SOEP and collecting data in a similar manner, or if they have ideas on how to improve the SOEP, we recommend early consultation with the SOEP survey group at DIW Berlin. 8 Using SOEP questions is easy, but selecting the best questions for a given project is often more difficult. The SOEP survey group is more than happy to provide advice. For those considering the use of SOEP methods of data collection, a larger amount of consultation is necessary, and numerous practical issues must be considered, such as negotiations with the fieldwork organization and data preparation. The latter issue is important because the SOEP survey group at DIW Berlin cannot prepare additional data for other studies. Such a task goes far beyond the manpower of the SOEP group. So: if you want to utilize SOEP for your own study, the SOEP survey group is eager to help and give advice. But due to our finite staff capacities, consultations must be planned well in advance.
The Appendix reports all previous questions in German.
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